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THE OFFICE OF PUBLIC WORKS LIBRARY

bv Valerie M. Ingram

On all the floors were piles of books, to the amount,
perhaps of some thousands of volumes .... scattered
singly or in heaps: not one upon the sheives which
iined the walls. To these Mr. Fips called Tom's
attention...

‘Before anything else can be done, we must have
them put in order, catalogued, and ranged upon the
bookshelves, Mr. Pinch. That will do to begin with.
[ think, sir.’

Charles Dickens. Martin Chuzzlewit (1843—4)

And that is how it began for me in the
Office of Public Works Library, for although it
was officially opened on 2nd December, 1993,
only the area housing the Library is new (or to
be more precise so completely transformed as
to be almost unrecognizable); the books
brought together in it come from a number of
different collections and even include a couple
of volumes which had completed their first
century when Dickens was producing his
monthly instalments of The life and works of
Martin Chuzzlewit. 1 started working for the
OPW just over a year before the official

opening so the Library was already in quite
good order by that time.

The general atmosphere as a workplace is very
pleasing. The main section is high and airy with
open-tread stairs leading up to a mezzanine.
The floor is covered with rich green carpet,
which is complemented by pale green walls on
which are hung some original paintings and
architectural drawings from the OPW
collection. Plants too add to the attractiveness
of the surroundings and even though there is
never a moment to talk to them, they all seem to
be flourishing. The fully adaptable light oak
shelving is a pleasure to use apart from the
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There 1s metal shelving in the Government
publications room off the mezzanine which is
considerably more difficult to manipulate. This
room is the largest of several off the Library.
The others which I am using at present contain
the video and sound cassettes and a Regma
microfilm reader printer intended for use with
microfilms of architectural drawings. The
scheme for filming these has not yet got under
way.

The original Board’s library

The oldest body of publications received was
the former Beard’s iibrarv. ‘An Act for the
Extension and Promotion of Public Works in
Ireland’ was passed on 15th October 1831, and
in January 1833 the first report of the Board of
Works covering the year 1832 was published.
There is a complete run of annual reports up to
1939 when they ceased publication and did not
reappear until 19906. The early reports were very
detailed and included plans and drawings of the
work carried out, which could be anything from
the construction of harbours to lunatic asylums.
The nineteenth century in Ireland was an era
of numerous Commissions which all dutifully
produced lengthy reports, and many of those
covering topics relevant to the Board are on the
shelves. Legislation includes the Irish Statutes
1310-1800, most of the British legislation from
1828 to 1939 and the Acts of the Oireachtas
from 1922 to the present. [ was able to find out
little about the history of the Board's library.
For many years it was housed in a basement. A
member of staff held a key and people had to
ask for it if they wanted to consult or borrow
volumes. It was with regret that [ learnt that
some material had been transferred to the

Natlonal Library in the sixties. I discovered a

catalogue to which additions were made up to
as late as 1956. It is a ledger in which the
authors were entered alphabetically with ‘see’
references to subject headings under which their
titles were listed. The following are the
headings: ‘Antiquarian, Architecture, Arterial
drainage, Building, Census and Concrete’.
which suggests that the person got tired of the
job at “C’, but they already provide a good
reflection of the areas of responsibility at the
time.

The Technical Library

My information about the Technical Library,
which covered architecture, building and reiated
topics, is much more precise. It was set up in
1963 by Martin D. Burke, who later became
Principal Architect. He told me he had
consuited Maureen O’Byrne, the Dublin City
Librarian, Trinity College Library, the Roval
Institute of British Architects and the British
Ministry of Works and read all the relevant
literature. He was assisted initially by
Architectural Technicians and later by Clerical
Assistants. In sorting this section of the library,
I discovered evidence of much hard work. Not
only were the books catalogued and classified
by UDC, but articles were removed from
journals and put in folders by subject and
catalogued also. Unfortunately the momentum
was lost, and [ actually found this collection the
poorest in more recent books, though not I
suspect because they were not purchased but
because they were held by individuals rather
than in the Library. The catalogue by author
and classification number was on 8 x 4%
sheets of paper in ring binders. I wondered why
paper rather than cards, but in the days before
the invention of that inky monster, the







